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‘Joined up’ service delivery, ‘joined-up’policy, no wrong door, better linkages
between mainstream and specialist services,
a focus on outcomes, client-centered
approaches … integration can mean many
things. Derived from systems thinking, the
concept of integration assumes various ‘bits’
of something, in this case responses to
homelessness, inter-relate and should be
connected in particular ways.
The Australian context has seen some
aspects of integration explicitly pursued,
usually those which ﬁt with dominant policy,
p rogram management  and  se rv ice
delivery assumptions. Participatory Action
Research (PAR)  and other  forms of
collaborative inquiry are increasingly being
utilised as process technologies to foster
l oca l l y  r e spons i ve  and  i n t eg ra t ed
approaches to human services delivery.
These can contribute to better articulation
between policy, contract management,
service system infrastructure and service
delivery. They can also play a role in
bridging between specialist homelessness
services and other parties essential to
the prevention of homelessness, most
notably what in The Road Home is referred
to as mainstream services.
Whilst top down approaches to integration
can be rolled out, and trialled models of
service delivery may be positively evaluated
to justify scaling up, the contribution of
bottom up collaborative inquiry processes
should not be underestimated.
The experience of the Reconnect program
suggests that embedding inquiry processes
into service delivery, together with the
endorsement of Reconnect funded services
and practitioners to play a ‘bridging’ role at
the community level,  is a necessary
combinat ion to achieve responsive,
outcomes oriented support. This has
signiﬁcant implications for how we think
about some aspects of integration.
The Whi te  Paper  and some wr i te rs
conceptualise the link between mainstream
and specialist homelessness services as
‘an interface’ where the goal is to have these
‘ w o r k  b e t t e r  t o g e t h e r ’  a n d  w h e r e
mainstream services play an increased role
in the prevention of homelessness. On the
other hand institutions which remove people
from community contexts such as the justice
system (prisons), child protection and mental
health systems are being challenged to
address the nexus between themselves and
homelessness. To be even moderately
successful will require signiﬁcant change to
policies and practices at a number of levels.
Better integration in both policy and service
delivery is seen as the key strategy.
A critical foundation for this is how we
conceptualise the relationship between what
can be broadly termed mainstream services,
specialist homelessness services and
coercive state intervention. This paper
focuses on the ﬁrst two of these.
Certainly specialist homelessness services
have developed a wide range of partnerships
and relationships. For example various
specialist youth accommodation services
and schools have developed speciﬁc
strategies in partnership to support
independent students. Yet there are often
signiﬁcant constraints on the extent to which
mainstream services (and to some extent
specialist homelessness services) will adopt
an early intervention frame. It is generally
not what either they or specialist services
are principally funded or rewarded for doing.
In respect of youth homelessness the role
of early intervention has been located in
various ‘in between’ locations, sometimes
in a whole program (such as Reconnect
se rv i ces ) ,  somet imes  i n  spec ia l i s t
homelessness services (such as SAAP
services), and sometimes in or associated
with mainstream services themselves (school
based and school focused early intervention).
Critical in all of these has been their role as
‘bridging’ across multiple parties who may
variously support a young person to avoid
or exit homelessness early on. This best
occurs on two interrelated levels — a direct
practice level in respect of speciﬁc young
people and can be seen as a form of case
management (see Gronda 2008), and a
community capacity building level which
aims to facil itate the development of
awa reness  and  r espons i veness  i n
mainstream locations (see RPR 2003). As
well as contributing to early intervention
such capacity building can provide support
for broader prevention initiatives having
positive effect at the institutional level.
So rather than see mainstream and specialist
services as simply interfacing, with the levers
for better integration being policy and
organisational arrangements (hubs, one-
stop shops, committees) we need to also
examine how we build bridges between
mainstream and specialist services.
In respect of early intervention there is a need
to understand that early intervention requires
a particular type of ‘space’. This is challenging
to create and sustain in amongst tightly
output oriented funding structures. To be
able to undertake ‘good’ early intervention
practice requires the explicit location of an
early intervention interest within key
mainstream services, as well as dedicated
early intervention services to bridge between
m a i n s t r e a m  s e r v i c e s ,  s p e c i a l i s t
homelessness services, state intervention
institutions, and the broader community.
Without these it is no-one’s job to undertake
the integrat ive across systems work
necessary at the local level. In respect of
specialist homelessness services The Road
Home indicates advanced practitioner
positions as the drivers of integration (p.x).
Critical to early intervention will be the
capacity of the integrative effort to be focused
on reducing homelessness and being able
to do this using appropriate language and
processes. For example, it is apparent that
as the focus shifts to early intervention, those
in need of support do not generally identify
themselves as at risk of homelessness, in
part a product of the highly negative
stereotyping that exists around homeless
people. Being able to ‘bridge’ is not only
necessary organisationally but also in respect
of cultural norms and practice language.
Regardless of the functional mechanisms
used to progress integration there is a need
to develop local ways of practicing which
u t i l i s e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  g o v e r n m e n t ,
organisational, workforce, and community
resources potentially available. This is
necessary regardless of how well speciﬁed
the policy environment is.
Indeed, part of the policy speciﬁcation should
be an obligation for those funded in respect
of homelessness to proactively inquire into
what will be effective at the local or community
level (including communities of interest). 
Given the limited formal authority that exists
between various local/community parties
who can contribute to the prevention of
homelessness this needs to be inquiry
o r i e n t e d  a n d  o f  a  f a c i l i t a t i v e  a n d
participatory style. 
Yet it also needs to be very purposeful with
a clear overall focus on homelessness, whilst
validating the many factors that may make
people vulnerable and the breadth of
contributions differently located parties can
legitimately make to this effort. This is where
PAR provides a process framework and
language for various parties to join around.
What is participatory action research?
Essentially it is purposeful inquiry into
practice that actively involves those who
are affected by the question asked. Action
research questions are typically phrased in
terms of ‘how would we …?” or “what would
it take …”. Observing and reﬂecting on a
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challenge or problem, developing a plan,
trying it out, evaluating, reﬁning, and sharing
insights (‘the story’) form a cyclic structure
that simultaneously fosters improved
practice and insights about why it has
improved. Bui lding engagement and
participation of those who are affected by
and involved in an issue of interest is a key
challenge. Figure 1 above from Crane and
O’Regan (2010, 14) depicts an extended
PAR process ident iﬁed through the
Reconnect experience.
The experience of Reconnect over the past
14 years suggests that the embedding of
P A R  n e e d s  t o  b e  a p p r o a c h e d
developmentally (Crane and O’Regan 2010).
In the ﬁrst instance FaHCSIA requires funded
early intervention services to undertake
action research as part of their contract
obligations. This means that services
accepting funding know that in some way
they need to adopt an inquiry approach to
their service development.
In an early intervention context this usually
translates into questions about how they
will work with various others to achieve
outcomes. Because services are not told
what to inquire into (only that it should link
to improved outcomes for their client group)
what starts as a contractual requirement
can translate into service or worker centered
inquiry into questions seen as locally
signiﬁcant.
With suitable support over time workers and
services gain conﬁdence in the processes
of collaborative inquiry and the extent to
which a process is participatory, systematic,
and purposeful increases. In this sense
embedding PAR can be seen as an
investment in that it increases its yield over
time. Program wide questions of interest
are communicated to services with the
i n v i t a t i o n  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  b e t t e r
understanding how these can be answered.
Reconnect services involved in using PAR
report cultural shifts in how they and others
understand the development of effective
practice and improving practice. In recent
years PAR and other collaborative inquiry
processes have been used in a wide variety
of program and service contexts. Early
childhood services, Indigenous services,
youth drug and alcohol services, and
education and vocational training support
services have all been sites where PAR
has been utilised. 
At times the questions posed have included
what it would take to engage key agencies
or communities, to build a particular
community capacity, to make a consortia
work well, to engage a speciﬁc client group,
to respond effectively to a speciﬁc issues,
to develop or reform a model of service, or
to communicate across stakeholders. If
integration is to be effective such question
posing and engagement of key others in
the inquiry process is vital.
The Road Home outlines a number of
principles for effective responses, one being
evidence based policy. Action research is
included as ‘important as it helps improve
policy and ensures that best practice and
experience can be shared’ (p.20). This
implies a vertical integration interest (practice
to policy) as well as a horizontal integration
interest (sharing of best practice and
experience). One of the challenges for action
research processes undertaken by services
is  to  not  on ly  in fo rm loca l  s t ra tegy
development but to provide ‘evidence’ that
is useful to program management and policy
level considerations.
How does PAR ﬁt into the emerging thinking
about  in tegrat ion? Wr i te rs  such as
Brechman-Tousaint and Emma Kogler
(2010, p.2) have examined the relative merits
of top-down and bottom up approaches
to integration. Certainly each has limitations
and a combination of both appears the most
useful path to take.
What do bottom up approaches (which
most PAR can be characterised as) have
to offer to this mix?
Firstly, less formal approaches to integration
may be most appropriate to a particular
local context and set of players, or in relation
to a particular type of question.
Secondly, the skills and capacities this
provides are needed to underpin more
formalised integration arrangements and
PAR can help build these.
Thirdly, PAR can ‘discover’ opportunities
for more formalised arrangements.
Fourthly, many people’s issues at the early
stages of homelessness manifestation do
not require high resource intensive service
system responses which bring with them
issues of stigma and act as a strong
disincentive to engagement with assistance.
Engagement and involvement of mainstream
supports and resources are often highly
appropriate.
Flatau et al. cite Konrad’s (1996) Strength
of Integration Continuum which begins with
fragmented or independent service delivery
undertaken by autonomous agencies,
moving towards full strength ‘integration’. 
Levels of interaction are platformed from
information sharing and communication
between independent services or agencies,
t o  i n t e r - a g e n c y  c o o p e r a t i o n  a n d
coordinat ion revolving around loose
arrangements such as reciprocal client
r e f e r r a l ,  t o  co l l abo ra t i on  be tween
agencies to achieve a common goal or
outcome and may involve activities such as
partnerships with written agreements, cross-
training and shared information systems.
PAR can provide a process to develop these
forms of integration.
What of vertical as well as horizontal
integration? There has been growing interest
in how the PAR undertaken by services can
feed into policy processes. This is both
desirable and does occur at times. However,
a systematic and supported approach is
necessary to realise more of this potential,
one which can be characterised as the
establishment of an action research system
(Crane and O’Regan 2010) where services
are actively supported to develop, share
and publish the action research they play
a lead role in.
In developing approaches to integration it
is important to strike a balance between
top down models and ones which foster
local engagement, inquiry and capacity
b u i l d i n g .  D i s t i n g u i s h i n g  c o m m o n
requirements that require policy and scaled
up inst i tut ional  arrangements,  f rom
important points of local, cultural and
contextual differentiation is key to this.
Processes are needed that foster local
barriers to be identiﬁed and either addressed
or referred to policy levels for attention. A
mix of evidence types are needed from
tradit ional notions of ‘gold standard’
empirical research to the action researched
understandings and insights of homeless
and vulnerable people and those who work
most closely with them. Embedding
processes and roles that support action
inquiry and bridge across service types are
essential elements of the integration
challenge.
FaHCSIA has recently published the
guide On PAR: Using participatory action
research to improve early intervention
(referred to above as Crane and O’Regan
2 0 1 0 ) .  T h e  g u i d e  i s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r
download from the FaHCSIA website at
http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/ sa/housing/
pubs/homelessyouth/on_par/Pages
Other references can be found on-line at
the Parity website. ■
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Come Together: Integrating the Response to Homelessness
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An extended PAR cycle
Reflect
How do we interpret this?
A question? A hunch?
Reflect
How do we interpret this?
Analyse, share and check
Act
Do it!
Plan
What will we 
try together?
Conclude
Share publicly?
Plan again
How can we
improve it?
Observe
What is happening in
our practice context?
Observe
What happened?
Figure 1
